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Assessment and placement policy waiver

About half of incoming KCTCS students are deemed not ready for college-level instruction.  Those students 
are required to receive developmental education (DE) support.
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Test-based assessment

• The Kentucky Community and Technical 
College System (KCTCS) has been primarily 
using the ACT (mandatory for HS juniors).

• Other tests include Accuplacer, ALEKS, 
EdReady, KYOTE, SAT, etc.

Multiple measure assessment (MMA)

• In response to COVID-19, KCTCS added HS 
GPA to a list of measures that could be used 
for placement decisions, starting in 2020-21. 
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Accurate course placement is a challenge to get right.

Challenges

• Traditional tests could misplace 25% or more of the 
students who could have succeeded in introductory 
college courses (Belfield & Crosta, 2012; Scott-Clayton 
et al., 2014).

• Racial minority students are overrepresented (75% vs. 
64%) in DE (NCES, 2016)

• Under-placement adds unnecessary costs to students 
and institutions in both time and resources.

Adoption of MMA during the pandemic

• The shift was not new but accelerated (73% colleges 
using MMA as of 2023).

• Students can only be bumped up. No one gets bumped 
down.

• No fail and no zero HS grading policy proliferated.
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Potential scopes of change

Note: Dashed vertical lines represent the HSGPA cutoffs (2.8), and dashed horizontal lines represent the ACT cutoffs (19 for math and 18 for English).
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Percent of students deemed college ready, by measure
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Evidence on MMA

HS GPA could be helpful

• It reflects a wider range skills that are important for 
college success (Bailey & Jaggars, 2016)

• It is found to be more predictive of college completion 
than ACT scores (Allensworth & Clark, 2020)

• RCTs (SUNY, MN , WI) show positive effects for students 
in the bump up zone (Barnett et al., 2020, 2023; 
Cullinan & Biedzio, 2020). +15~19 pp in college math 
enrollment and +9~11 pp in completion.

Signs of challenge

• Negative effects for bumped down students. -16 pp in 
college math enrollment and -5 pp in completion.

• Lower odds of passing college courses among those 
who were bumped up and enrolled in those courses 
(67% vs. 74% in math and 81% in English).
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Evidence on grading standards and grade inflation

Grading standards

• Students exposed to tougher standards tend to have 
higher achievement, college enrollment rates, and 
future earnings (e.g., Betts & Grogger, 2003; Hvidman & 
Sievertsen, 2021; Nordin et al., 2019).

• Lower grading standards tend to result in lower 
achievement (Bowden et al., 2023).

Behavioral responses to grade inflation

• Gains in GPA under lower standards are driven mostly 
by high-achieving students (Bowden et al., 2023).

• Increase in absences are driven entirely by low-
achieving students. 

• Grade inflation does not necessarily lower the 
differentiating power of grades. 
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Research questions 

1. Focusing on students in the bump up zone (treatment group = Students ≥HS GPA but <ACT)

A. Were students in the treatment group able to keep up with students ≥ACT in 2020-21 and beyond?

B. Relative to the pre-waiver years, were students in the treatment group better off in the post-waiver 
period compared to students ≥ACT?

C. Based on pre-waiver data, could students in the treatment group have benefitted from DE? 

2. Predictive strength of HS GPA vs. the ACT and can the current MMA be improved

8



C A L D E R C E N T E R . O R G

Data, sample, and measures

• Setting: All 16 colleges under KCTCS

• Sample: All first-time freshman enrolled in a degree program in 2016-17 through 2022-23, with cohorts 
starting in 2020-21 and later subject to placement policy waiver.

• Data: Postsecondary data merged with K-12 records. ACT is mandatory for all HS juniors.

• Outcomes: (a) enroll in college math or English in 1st year, 

(b) complete college math or English in 1st year,

(c) taking at least 15 credits during the 1st year, and

(d) advance to the 2nd year.
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RQ1A. Could bumped up students keep up with students who met ACT 
benchmarks?

Math

• Students in the bump up zone had worse 
outcomes than students above the ACT math 
cutoff.
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RQ1A. Could bumped up students keep up with students who met ACT 
benchmarks?

Math

• Students in the bump up zone had worse 
outcomes than students above the ACT math 
cutoff.

• Gaps in outcomes can be explained by lower 
pre-college skills as measured by the ACT.
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RQ1A. Could bumped up students keep up with students who met ACT 
benchmarks?

English

• Students in the bump up zone were more 
likely to take college English, but less likely to 
attempt >=15 credits or advance to 2nd year. 
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RQ1A. Could bumped up students keep up with students who met ACT 
benchmarks?

English

• Students in the bump up zone were more 
likely to take college English, but less likely to 
attempt >=15 credits or advance to 2nd year. 

• ACT scores can explain the gaps in credits 
attempted and persistence but not gateway 
English course enrollment.
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RQ1B. Event study estimates suggest that changes had started before the 
waiver.

Math
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Note: Coefficient estimates from a regression of a given outcome on a set of interactions between year fixed effects and an indicator for whether a student was in the bump up 
zone. Coefficients represent the impact of being in bump up zone relative to the final year before the policy change, 2020. 
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RQ1B. Event study estimates suggest that changes had started before the 
waiver.

English
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Note: Coefficient estimates from a regression of a given outcome on a set of interactions between year fixed effects and an indicator for whether a student was in the bump up 
zone. Coefficients represent the impact of being in bump up zone relative to the final year before the policy change, 2020. 



C A L D E R C E N T E R . O R G

RQ1C: Could students in the bump up zone have benefitted from DE?

• No evidence suggests that students in the 
bump up zone benefitted from DE as it was 
offered. Except for persistence among 
students who received math DE.

• It does not necessarily rule out that those 
students could have benefited from DE had it 
been provided differently. 

Note. Coefficients are estimated using regression discontinuity among pre-waiver students whose HS GPA would have 
exempted them from DE. ACT math is the running variable with a cutoff of 19. Bandwidth is set at 3. The model is estimated 
parametrically due to the discrete nature of ACT scores. Heteroskedasticity robust standard errors are used to calculate 
confidence intervals.
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RQ2. HS GPA is a stronger predictor than ACT for passing gatekeeper math.

HS GPA is more predictive.

Note. Passing college math is the outcome in these examples. ROC (receiver operating characteristic) curve plots power (y-axis) against type-I errors (x-axis) using 
all possible cutoffs along the distribution of the predictor. The 45-degree reference line suggests prediction that is as good as random guess. Larger area under the 
curve (AUC) suggests stronger predictive power.
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ACT math has become less predictive 
over time. 

Predictive strength of HS GPA did not 
change over time. 
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RQ2. HS GPA is a stronger predictor than ACT for passing gatekeeper English.

HS GPA is more predictive.

Note. Passing college English is the outcome in these examples. ROC (receiver operating characteristic) curve plots power (y-axis) against type-I errors (x-axis) using 
all possible cutoffs along the distribution of the predictor. The 45-degree reference line suggests prediction that is as good as random guess. Larger area under the 
curve (AUC) suggests stronger predictive power.
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ACT English has become less predictive 
over time. 

Predictive strength of HS GPA did not 
change over time. 
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RQ2. Prediction accuracy of aggregate MMAs

• Overall accuracy is 69% for math and 73% for English using a linear combination of overall HS GPA and ACT subject 
score.

• Accuracy changes little when using subject-specific GPA and adding other ACT subject scores.

• Accuracy changes little when using logistic regression or XGBoost.
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Summary

• Students designated as college ready based on HS GPA alone had weaker first-year outcomes than students who met 
the ACT benchmarks, except for college English enrollment.

• The gaps were narrowing in college course enrollment and completion, but these gains likely reflect the combined 
effect of multiple aspects of DE reforms.

• Students designated as college ready in math based on HS GPA alone could have improved persistence with extra 
support, but in general students in the bump up zone did not benefit from additional DE.  

• HS GPA is a stronger predictor for gateway course completion than ACT.

• Subject-specific HS GPA, additional subject ACT scores, and estimation methods result in minimal changes in predictive 
accuracy.
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